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AN ACCOUNT SYSTEM 



The present invention relates to an account system and an account processing 
method and, in particular, to a system which is able to extract account data from remote 
5 accounting systems for businesses and generate and deliver accounting data and 
information, such as statements, for customers of the business. 

For many small businesses the necessity to produce account statements for 
customers at regular intervals, process customer payments and produce cheques for 

10 payment for their own creditors results in an undesirable administrative load. This load 
includes the time of personnel spent creating statements, the physical load on office 
printing and other equipment and time spent folding and mailing the statements produced. 
Whilst this process is done business personnel are unable to undertake day to day tasks and 
office equipment is unavailable for other users within the business, 

15 

It is however common practice for many businesses to require the production of 
statements and records of other financial transactions on a monthly basis, or on another 
statement cycle basis, and accordingly account personnel spend a significant proportion of 
time administering and physically carrying the needs of the accounting system. For 

20 example, the document handling may require statements for customers to be printed, 
folded and placed into envelopes and for the envelopes to be subsequently mailed. Larger 
businesses may be able to take advantage of existing equipment which is capable of 
performing these mechanical tasks. It is not generally economic for smaller organisations 
to purchase or use such equipment, 

25 

It is desired to provide an account system and method which alleviates the above 
difficulties or at least provides a useful alternative. 

In accordance with the present invention there is provided an account processing 
30 method, executed by an account system, including: 

receiving account data over a communications network, said account data having 
been extracted in a first predetermined format from an accounting software package of a 
remote computer system of a client; 



15- 3-02; 12:58 ; D 5 vy i e s Col I I son Cave 
WO 01/20504 

-2- 

processing said account data for storage in a database system in a second 
predetermined format and in a predetermined form based on parameters for the client; and 

generating customer account information, such as statement data, from said account 
data in said database system for respective customers of said client 

5 

The present invention also provides an account system, including: 

means for receiving account data over a communications network, said account 

data having been extracted in a first predetermined format from an accounting software 

package of a remote computer system of a client; 
10 means for processing said account data for storage in a database system in a second 

predetermined format and in a predetermined form based on parameters for the client; and 
means for generating customer account information, such as statement data, from 

said account data in said database system for respective customers of said client. 

15 The present invention also provides account processing software, including: 

code for receiving account data over a communications network, said account data 
having been extracted in a first predetermined format from an accounting software package 
of a remote computer system of a client; 

code for processing said account data for storage in a database system in a second 
20 predetermined format and in a predetermined form based on parameters for the client; and 
code for generating customer account information, such as statement data, from 
said account data in said database system for respective customers of said client 

The present invention also provides account processing software stored on a 
25 computer readable storage medium, including: 

extraction code for extracting account data in a predetermined format from an 
accounting software package of a client system; and 

transport code for connecting to a remote server and transmitting the account data 
in an encrypted form to the server. 
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A preferred embodiment of the present invention is hereinafter described, by way 
of example only, with reference to the accompanying drawings, wherein: 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of a preferred embodiment of an account system; 
Figure 2 is a flow diagram of basic account information production steps of the 

5 system; 

Figure 3 is a flow diagram of form production steps executed by the system; 
Figures 4 to 6 are detailed flow diagrams of the form production steps executed by 
software of the system; 

Figure 7 is a flow diagram of payment steps executed using the system; and 
1 0 Figure 8 is a flow diagram of check production steps executed using the system. 

An account system 14, as shown in Figures 1 and 2, includes a web server 8, a 
process server 9, a database system 1 1, a production server 13 and printing equipment 15, 
The system 14 is accessible by remote computer systems 4 of clients over a 

15 communications^network 6, such as the Internet, using interfaces provided by the web 
server 8 and a software interface 12 stored on the client's system 4. Although a particular 
system architecture is shown in Figure 1 and described below, it will be understood by 
those skilled in the art that the hardware systems and software components of the system 
14 may be provided by one machine or distributed over a number of machines, even to the 

20 extent of being distributed over the communications network 6. The client systems 4 may 
be standard personal computers which would execute software accounting packages 10, 
such as MYOB™, Quicken™ or Microsoft Money™. These accounting software packages 
10 are used to produce account data in formats which are dictated by the packages. The 
software packages 10 are sophisticated enough to handle all accounting requirements and 

25 account data for a small business. This would include full details of all creditors and 
debtors for a business. 

Clients of the account system 14 have installed on their machines 4 a software 
module 12 of the system 14 that acts as an interface between the accounting software 
30 package 10 and the remaining equipment 8 to 15 of the system 14. The interface module 
12 may be installed on the client's machine 4 when installing the accounting package 10, 
or can be downloaded from a secure web site maintained on the server 8. For instance, a 
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new client may use their system 4 to connect the web site of the server 8 via the Internet 6 
at step 30 as shown in Figure 3. After submitting forms available via the web interface 
during a registration process 32, the interface software 12 can be downloaded to the client's 
machine 4 and installed. The client then becomes an existing client, and like other existing 
5 clients, can connect to the web site maintained by the server 8 at step 38. Clients on 
connecting to the web site are required to enter authentication data, such as a username and 
password and then all further communications with the server 8 are executed using a 
secure protocol, such as that provided by the secure sockets layer (SSL). Once the client 
has been authenticated by the server 8, a user interface is presented to the client on their 

10 system 4 which allows the client to select from a number of account information 
processing procedures. On selecting a procedure, the required data is extracted periodically 
by the software interface 12 from the accounting package 10 as a data bundle at step 40 
and passed to the process server 9 so as to then execute a polling and verification process 
42. The process 42 is described in more detail below with reference to Figure 4. The 

15 account information processing procedure may be, for example, the production of account 
statements 44 for a customer 16, as shown in Figure 2. The statements 44 may be provided 
in a number of forms, such as by mail in printed form 46, fax 48 or email 50, or any mode 
of electronic delivery as described below. The data bundle may be sent from the client 
system 4 using HTTP, FTP or another communications protocol to an appropriately 

20 configured server of the system 4. 

In establishing the procedure, the client may specify precisely what times the 
account information or statements need to be produced and therefore the interface 12 will 
extract the required data at times according to the parameters set by the client For 
25 example, the client may set parameters corresponding to "No statement if statement value 
is less than $x ff or alternatively, "No statements to be issued to customers x, y and z n , or for 
announcements appearing on the statements, such as, "a 1% discount for those customers 
paying within 14 days". Using the interface 12 the client may also make changes to the 
design or style of their account information documents. 

30 

Once an existing client has logged on to the web site at step 38, as shown in Figure 
4, the software interface 12 can be used to extract the required data from the accounting 
software package 10 at step 52. Alternatively, the client can use the accounting software 
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package 10 and the interface module 12 to issue instructions for the download of the 
required data, and the module 12 will simply contact the server 8 to connect to the server 
and execute the authentication procedure after having extracted the required data at step 
52. For the production of a statement, for example, the required data includes client 
5 company and branch addressing information, customer names and address information, 
debit and credit details for the customers, account totals, and current and overdue balances 
for the extracted data period. The interface module 12 includes an extractor program to 
execute the data extract process from the accounting package 10, and also includes a 
transport program to establish an automatic connection to the web server 8, provide a web 

10 interface for any business rule updates, and attend to actual transmission of the daxa to the 
server 8. The extractor program is platform independent in that it is able to execute and 
operate with a wide variety of operating systems and accounting software packages of 
client system 4. The extractor program is able to detect the operating system (OS) and the 
accounting softw are package being used by the client system 4. If more than one is being 

15 used, the module 12 prompts the client for a selection. Once the determination is made, 
the extractor program accesses the required visual and data tables and operating data for 
the particular OS and accounting package 10 to extract the required data dictated by the 
clients business rules and variables. The required data is placed in a tagged file, similar to 
an XML file. At step 54 the required data is encrypted to produce an encrypted data 

20 bundle at step 56 which is sent using HTTP or FTP to the web server 8, which forwards the 
encrypted data bundle on to a data directory of the process server 9. The server 9 executes 
a file filter application module which detects the arrival of data in the data directory by 
polling it regularly. When received the data bundle is unzipped and decrypted and placed 
in a registered directory for the client on the server 9, at step 58. Also at step 58, the file 

25 filter application module updates a job queue and passes this information onto a 
verification process module to initiate verification processing of the newly arrived data 
file. The server 9 then executes a verification process module at step 60 using the data in 
the registered client's directory to determine whether the data received is now in the correct 
export format, being ASCII text. If the data is considered to be in the correct format at step 

30 62, then the data 64 is accessed at step 66 by a main processing module 68 of the process 
server 9 as shown in Figure 5. If the verification process establishes that the received data 
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is not in the correct export format, then the data file is deleted at step 70 and the client is 
sent an email to advise of the problem at step 72. 

The main processing module 68, as shown in Figure 5, involves operating on the 
data bundle in the ASCII text format 64 or other web based data 74 using a set of process 
routines, at step 78, stored on the process server 9. The process routines execute a number 
of business rules on the data and delete data records that are not required to be passed on to 
customers 16. The business rules executed define the account information processing 
procedure to be executed that has been determined by the client. The process routines 
execute store procedures to place the parsed data into the relevant live tables of the 
database 11 according to the client business rules and variables. For example, the received 
data is selectively forwarded to header tables, logo tables and transaction tables for 
respective header, logo and transaction data to be accessed by the print processing module 
94 described below. DPID processing and OMR processing is also executed on the data. 
DPID proce ssing validates each customer address against a master file of addresses, such 
as that provided by Australia Post, and when a match is found a barcode is generated that 
can be scanned by a postal authority, such as Australia Post, to expedite mail. OMR 
processing adjusts the data to ensure the documents to be printed include preferentially 
located lines on the edge of the page for optical reading by an envelope inserter of the 
printing equipment 15. The printed lines designate to the inserter whether to insert 
multiple pages and/or other inserts into a single envelope. The customer data is then sorted 
by country, state and postcode for delivery. The sorting by postcode is important to ensure 
the statements or account information to be sent to a variety of locations can be bundled in 
postcodes or adjoining postcode areas to take advantage of any discounts available for 
postal services. Billing variables are also processed according to client requirements, i.e. 
number of pages that may need to be printed, envelopes and overseas mailing 
requirements. Any anomalies in the data are picked up by the process routines. If testing of 
the data is required as determined at step 80 then test programmers of the system 14 are 
informed at step 82 to execute required tests on the process data before it is moved into a 
live data table of the database 1 1 at step 84. Client design alterations axe made according 
to design variables sent with the data bundle 40. The process data is used to form an 
updated invoicing table, at step 86, which is moved into the live tables of the database 11 
at step 86. The data placed in the invoicing tables and other tables of the database 1 1 are 
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included with cutoff times for processing. The process server 9 monitors the cutoff times, 
at step 90, and if a cutoff time for processing is reached, a signal is generated for an 
operator, otherwise operation returns to step 42. Once the signal is generated for the 
operator, which may be a visual alert generated on the screen of the process server 9, the 
5 operator can then send a signal at step 92 to the production server 13 to trigger execution 
of a print processing module 94 on the server 13. The production server 13 uses the 
printing equipment 15 to print and mail out the account information at step 96, and then 
email the client at step 98 to advise that this occurred. 

10 The print processing module 94 operates according to the procedure shown in 

Figure 6, which as discussed above, can be manually triggered at step 92 so to invoke a 
sort process 100. The sort process operates on the OMRs and DPIDs so as to sort the 
customer account data for a client by country and other criteria. Processing for a country is 
then executed and details for a printing job to be run accessed from the job queue or 

15 entered at step~101. At step 103, the module 94 generates a Jetfonn file from the data in 
the invoicing table of the database 11. The Jetfonn file can then be sent directly to the 
printing equipment 15, as it specifies all parameters associated with a printing run, 
including the type of paper stock to be used. PDF files for the invoice data in the data 
tables are generated at step 103 for those customers that have requested PDF files of the 

20 invoices, and these are emailed to the customers at step 109. For the printed invoices, the 
client is emailed with the billing details and estimated time of mailing at step 98. At step 
102 an EXP-124 run sheet specifying the number of pages and envelopes to be processed 
and a sorted postcode list are generated for each country of origin and forwarded to the 
printing equipment 1 5 to print envelopes for delivery of the printed account statements, at 

25 step 102. The tables used for the processes 100 and 102 are then archived and deleted from 
the live data table of the database 1 1 , at step 104. The schedule for printing is then updated 
at step 108, and all statements and envelopes are printed according to the updated schedule 
at step 110 using the queued files created at steps 100 and 102. Statements are then 
inserted in the envelopes at step 1 12 and mailed at step 1 14. After mailing, execution then 

30 returns to step 101 for another country. After creation of the Jetfonn file, at step 103, 
invoicing data to bill the clients of the system 14 is written into a separate accounting 
system (although it can alternatively be written into the database system 1 1) for processing 
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in a batch, at step 105, The batch incorporates invoice data for all of the clients that are 
part of the printing run of the job. Batch processing is closed at step 107. For clients that 
are billed automatically by credit card, credit card processing is executed at step 111 to 
obtain payment for the amounts specified during batch invoice processing, and when 
5 complete an update last process date flag is set in the database system 1 1, at step 1 13, to 
indicate that payment has been successful. Similar steps for the print processing can be 
executed for delivery of the statements via fax, at step 48 of Figure 2. 

Once statements 44 have been sent to customers 16, as shown in Figure 7, the 
1 0 customers 1 6 can use one of a variety of payment interfaces 20 to execute a payment 1 8 for 
the statement. The payment may be via normal methods to a bank in order to transfer funds 
into the client's account 24, or payment to the bank may be executed using a web based 
secure interface 22. The web based payment interface used may be one provided by the 
web server 8 for customers 16 to execute payments on the statements 44- Regardless of the 
15 manner in whieh the payment is executed, a transaction receipt is generated once payment 
has been made by the interface 20 and this is passed to the system 14. The system 14 then 
uses the web server 8 to send, which may be by email, reconciled statement and payment 
data for use in the accounting package 10 of the client's machine. 

20 Clients are also able to use the accounting package 10 and the software module 12 

to instruct the creation and dispatch of cheques. Using the accounting package 10 to issue 
the instructions for the production of particular cheques, the interface module 12 will use a 
secure interface, such as SSL, to contact the client's bank so as to transfer the requisite 
funds from the client's account 24, Once this has occurred, then the system 14 via the web 

25 server 8 is sent an encrypted data bundle 56 which includes instructions for the generation 
of cheques. The cheques are then printed and mailed, at step 120, using a process similar to 
that described previously with reference to Figures 3 to 6. Once mailed, the cheques attend 
to the payment 122 of creditors 124, as shown in Figure 8, 
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Many modifications will be apparent to those skilled in the art without departing 
from the scope of the present invention as herein described with reference to the 
accompanying drawings. 
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CLAIMS: 

1 . An account processing method, executed by an account system, including; 

receiving account data over a communications network, said account data having 
5 been extracted in a first predetermined format from an accounting software package of a 
remote computer system of a client; 

processing said account data for storage in a database system in a second 
predetermined format and in a predetermined form based on parameters for the client; and 
generating customer account information, such as statement data, from said account 
1 0 data in said database system for respective customers of said client. 

2. An account processing, method as claimed in claim 1, including extracting said 
account data in said first predetermined format. 

15 3. An account processing method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said parameters 
define business rules and variables for said client, and said business rules control said 
account data processing. 

4. An account processing method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said generating step 
20 includes sending said account data to a printing system and printing, sorting and inserting 

in envelopes said account information for said customers. 

5. An account processing method as claimed in claim 4, wherein said account 
information includes statements, invoice, cheques and/or other account documents. 

25 

6. An account processing method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said generating step 
includes sending the account information to said customers by electronic transmission 
media, such as email, fax and electronic funds transfer (EFT) systems. 
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30 7. An account processing method as claimed in claim 1, including making said 
account information available to customers via a software interface accessible over a 
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communications network, such as the Internet. 

8. An account processing method as claimed in claim 7, wherein the software 
interface includes a transaction module for inputting payment instructions from customers 
corresponding to the account information, and executing a payment transaction on the 
basis of the instructions. 

9. An account processing method as claimed in claim 3, wherein said processing 
includes filtering, and verifying said account data, executing said business rules on said 
account data using said variables and DPID and OMR processing. 

10. An account system, including: 

means for receiving account data over a communications network, said account 
data having been extracted in a first predetermined format from an accounting software 
package of a remote computer system of a client; 

means for processing said account data for storage in a database system in a second 
predetermined format and in a predetermined form based on parameters for the client; and 

means for generating customer account information, such as statement data, from 
said account data in said database system for respective customers of said client. 

11- An account system as claimed in claim 10, including means for extracting said 
account data in said first predetermined format. 

12. An account system as claimed in claim 10, including business rules and variables 
for said client defined by said parameters, and said processing means executes said 
business rules. 
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13. An account system as claimed in claim 10, wherein said generating means includes 
a printing system for printing, sorting and inserting in envelopes said account information 
for said customers. 
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14. An account system as claimed in claim 13, wherein said account information 
includes statements, invoice, cheques and/or other account documents. 

15. An account system as claimed in claim 10, wherein said generating means sends 
5 the account information to said customers by electronic transmission media, such as email, 

fax and electronic hinds transfer (EFT) systems. 

16. An account system as claimed in claim 1 0, including a software interface accessible 
over a communications network, such as the Internet, and which makes said account 

10 information available to customers. 

1 7. An account system as claimed in claim 16, wherein the software interface includes 
a transaction module for inputting payment instructions from customers corresponding to 
the account information, and executing a payment transaction on the basis of the 
instructions. 

18. An account system as claimed in claim 12, wherein said processing means filters, 
and verifies said account data, executes said business rules on said account data using said 
variables and executes DP1D and OMR processing. 

1°. Account processing software, including: 

code for receiving account data over a communications network, said account data 
having been extracted in a first predetermined format from an accounting software package 
of a remote computer system of a client; 

code for processing said account data for storage in a database system in a second 
predetermined format and in a predetermined form based on parameters for the client; and 

code for generating customer account information, such as statement data, from 
said account data in said database system for respective customers of said client. 



20. Account processing software as claimed in claim 19, including code for extracting 
said account data in said first predetermined format. 
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21. Account processing software as claimed in claim 19, wherein said parameters 
define business rules and variables of said software for said client, and said business rules 
control said account data processing, 

5 22. Account processing software as claimed in claim 1 9, wherein said generating code 
controls printing, sorting and inserting in envelopes said account information for said 
customers. 

23. Account processing software as claimed in claim 22, wherein said account 
10 information includes statements, invoice, cheques and/or other account doc um ents 

24. Account processing software as claimed in claim 19, wherein said generating code 
sends the account information to said customers by electronic transmission media, such as 
email, fax and electronic funds transfer (EFT) systems. 

15 

25. Account processing software as claimed in claim 19, includes a software interface 
accessible over a communications network, such as the Internet, for making said account 
information available to customers. 

20 26. Account processing software as claimed in claim 25, wherein the software interface 
includes a transaction module for inputting payment instructions from customers 
corresponding to the account information, and executing a payment transaction on the 
basis of the instructions. 



25 



27. Account processing software as claimed in claim 21, wherein said processing code 
filters, and verifies said account data, executes said business rules on said account data 
using said variables and executes DPID and OMR processing. 
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28. Account processing software stored on a computer readable storage medium, 
including: 

extraction code for extracting account data in a predetermined format from an 
accounting software package of a client system; and 

transport code for connecting to a remote server and transmitting the account data 
in an encrypted form to the server. 
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